FRENCH   POLITICAL THOUGHT
The importance of the problem can be realized only if we
remember the persistent hostility of the French State to all
forms of organized group-life.1 Ever since the Revolution
broke up what little the Crown had left standing of the cor-
porations and guilds into which mediaeval society had been
divided, and proclaimed the doctrine of France one and in7
divisible, every form of obstacle has been put in the way of
anything that would interpose, between the individual and the
State, some kind of body in which he could find either pro-
tection against the State or a means of self-expression apart
from the State. He must be conscious of himself as a French-
man first, and some would add, as a Frenchman only; such
groups as could not be prevented from existing must be under
strict and constant supervision, and the stormy history of
Church and State is but one aspect of the State's desperate
struggle with the one body strong enough to meet it more or
less as an equal. Disestablishment could have been hailed as a
great victory for a Free Church, had she not always preferred
recognition and control with endowment to independence,
financial as well as administrative ; and had, by resisting to the
end the denunciation of the Concordat, chosen to regard as a
defeat a potential victory.
Twenty years before Disestablishment, in 18 84, Waldeck-
Rousseau, then Minister for the Interior, allowed the forma-
tion of bodies for the defence of professional interests,
recognizing thereby the irresistible pressure of the association-
building forces: better acknowledge syndicats under clearly
defined rules than have to ignore the existence of unlawful
bodies. And seventeen years later the very law which proved
so merciless to religious orders established virtually general
freedom of association for all secular purposes, although certain
regulations still enabled the State to order the dissolution of
any unauthorized body.
Whatever the exact letter of the law, it is clear that these
1 " Les bons ne font pas dissociations particuli&res, ils ne doivent pas en
former, parcequ'ils sont la societe; mais les m^chants, qui sont hors de la
socie'te', ne manquent pas de se r&inir contre elle " (Bonald, in Dimier, Maitres
de la Contre-Revofation, p. 72).
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